and I quickly came to learn that none of my coworkers wanted me to raise health and safety issues about asbestos exposures. They had families to support, and this was a decent job. Whatever might happen as a result of the exposures, well, that was the past and nothing could be done about it anymore, and besides, there would not be any more asbestos orders at the factory.
Several years later, when I was an occupational and environmental health inspector for the city of Boston, I was assigned to meet with a community group in the Charlestown section of Boston and explain asbestos health risks to them. Up until the end of the Vietnam War, Charlestown was home to the Boston Navy Yard where ships were built and serviced. After World War II, the shipyard was used for fleet rehabilitation and modernization. As at all industrial shipyards in that period, workers were exposed to asbestos regularly. The community group I met with were women-mothers, wives, daughters, and nieces of shipyard workers. They knew the consequences of asbestos exposures because the men in their lives were suffering from them. They were hoping against hope that I would tell them of new medical advances that could save these men. I could not. The pain and suffering in that room haunts me still.
It is heartening then to read in this issue how a campaign of international solidarity succeeded in breaking the power, control, and plans of the Quebec asbestos industry to export asbestos for use in poor nations. Barry Castleman asked that we make note that Kathleen Ruff, the author of that article, was central in this effort to bring about the fall of the asbestos industry in Canada. And Castleman authored the article in this issue that details the criminal and murder cases brought against asbestos owner-executive Stephan Schmidheiny whose firm, Eternit, made asbestos-cement building products in many countries. The ravages of asbestos-related disease are told in two other articles in this issue. One article comes from the asbestos victims' rights movement, and another representing legal efforts to hold the industry accountable for the death and destruction. All four articles come from a movement to hold the asbestos industry accountable for its actions and to prevent the future use of asbestos. They report on international networks seeking to shut down the industry and bring its leaders to justice.
With the Trump administration in the U.S. White House and a right-wing Republican majority in the U.S. Congress, we are likely to see the rampant callousness of capitalists such as Stephan Schmidheiny extolled as the path to renewed economic strength. The public health crisis created by those who chose to profit from selling asbestos long after they knew their actions would lead to the death and suffering of many is but one of the many assaults against humanity that will continue under this next regime of injustice.
The morning after the U.S. elections, our dear friend and Advisory Board member, Steve Wing, died. Steve has been an inspiration to all of us and demonstrated how to use public health science to make evident the root causes, the social determinants, of illness, injury, and premature death resulting from the criminal acts against humanity by the powerful and selfish ruling class. We will write more about Steve in a future issue of the journal, but I want to quote him here to remind us of the direction we must take, with love and solidarity moving us onward.
As social, economic and political arrangements that provide the conditions for public health and human development become an explicit part of the epidemiological explanation of health and disease in populations, efforts to oppose injustice and inhumanity can be recognized as an integral part of the comprehensive public health agenda. Current public health crises demand more than a piecemeal approach. 1
Declaration of Conflicting Interests
The author(s) declared no potential conflicts of interest with respect to the research, authorship, and/or publication of this article.
